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ABSTRACT
On the basis of “sticky particle” calculations, it is argued that the gas features observed
within 10 pc of the Galactic Centre– the circumnuclear disk (CND) and the ionized gas
filaments– as well as the newly formed stars in the inner one parsec can be understood
in terms of tidal capture and disruption of gas clouds on low angular momentum orbits
in a potential containing a point mass. The calculations demonstrate that a dissipative
component forms a “dispersion ring”, an asymmetric elliptical torus precessing counter
to the direction of rotation, and that this shape can be maintained for many orbital
periods. For a range of plausible initial conditions, such a sturcture can explain the
morphology and kinematics of the CND and of the most conspicuous ionized filament.
While forming the dispersion ring, a small cloud with low specific angular momentum
is drawn into a long filament which repeatedly collides with itself at high velocity. The
compression in strong shocks is likely to lead to star formation even in the near tidal
field of the point mass. This process may have general relevance to accretion onto
massive black holes in normal and active galactic nuclei.
1 INTRODUCTION
Between two and five parsecs from the centre of the Galaxy,
there is a ring of neutral and molecular gas which is usually
referred to as the circumnuclear disk or CND (Genzel et al.
1994 and references therein). This feature is a clumpy, tur-
bulent torus-like structure with a radial velocity field which
is well-approximated by rotation about the dynamical cen-
tre of the Galaxy. Within the CND there is a central cavity
where the overall gas density is significantly lower, but where
filaments of ionized gas are detected both in free-free contin-
uum radiation at radio wavelengths (Ekers et al. 1983, Lo &
Claussen 1983) and in Ne+ line emission at infrared wave-
lengths (Serabyn & Lacy 1985). The ionized gas filaments,
which may extend beyond the central cavity, have a very dis-
tinct morphology– sometimes called the “mini-spiral”. The
total mass of the ionized gas is quite low– less than 100 M⊙.
The radial velocity, as measured in the 12.8 µm Ne+ line
(Serabyn et al. 1988) and in various hydrogen recombination
lines (Schwarz et al. 1989, Roberts & Goss 1993, Herbst et
al. 1993), indicate several distinct kinematic features hav-
ing a systematic variation of radial velocity with position.
The most consipicuous of these features is the Northern
Arm and its extention to the west, designated the “extended
Northern Arm” by Serabyn et al. (1988); it appears to wrap
around the unresolved non-thermal radio continuum source,
SgrA∗which may be identified with a black hole having a
mass possibly as large as 3× 106 M⊙.
Also within the inner one parsec there is cluster of young
stars with a projected density which increases to within a
tenth of a parsec of SgrA∗ (Genzel et. al 1996). This cluster
constitutes a trivial fraction of the mass of old bulge stars
within this volume (≈ 104 M⊙ or about 1% of the stellar
mass, Morris & Serabyn 1996), but contributes most of the
luminosity and all of the ionizing radiation in the central
parsec. In particular, this cluster of stars is the source of
ionization for the mini-spiral and the inner edge of the CND
(Allen et al. 1990, Eckart et al. 1993, Krabbe et al. 1995).
There is now very strong dynamical evidence for a mass
concentration in excess of 2 × 106 M⊙ centered at or near
SgrA∗ . This is indicated by the high velocities seen in the
ionized gas filaments near SgrA∗ and by the apparent in-
crease in the measured radial velocites of the young stars
with decreasing distance from SgrA∗ . The recent observa-
tion of proper motion of the bright young stars in the central
few arcseconds (Eckart & Genzel 1996) make this conclusion
almost inescapable; one cannot appeal to an anisotropic ve-
locity distribution of these stars to account for an increase in
only the line-of-sight velocity dispersion. But given the ex-
istance of such a mass concentration, it is difficult to under-
stand the distribution and even the presence of the cluster
of young stars (Allen & Sanders 1986, Sanders 1992). The
estimated lifetime of the bright blue stars is on the order
of a few million years. In the inner few tenths of a parsec
this would correspond to more than 100 orbit times, so one
would expect that the cluster should be thoroughly phase-
mixed on this time scale. Yet the appearance is rather patchy
and unmixed, with the centroid of the 20 or so most lumi-
nous stars comprising the IRS 16 complex lying distinctly to
the southeast of SgrA∗ by about one second of arc (Eckart
et al. 1993). Moreover, the formation of stars within a few
tenths of a parsec of a massive black hole is quite problem-
atic, because the density required for gravitational collapse
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in the strong tidal field, the Roche limit, is
ρ > 1.5× 10−13
Mh
106M⊙
(
0.1pc
r
)3
g/cm3 (1)
which is far greater than the observed or implied gas densi-
ties in the central cavity.
It has been suggested that the ionized gas streamers
may in fact be small gas clouds on low angular momentum
orbits which pass within 0.2 pc of the central black hole (Ek-
ers et al. 1983, Lo & Claussen 1983, Serabyn et al. 1988).
The idea is that such a cloud would be tidally stretched
along its orbit, and this has led to modeling the morphol-
ogy and kinematics of each of the various individual features
(see Fig. 2) by motion along Keplerian orbits appropriately
projected onto the plane of the sky (Serabyn et al. 1988,
Herbst et al. 1993, Roberts et al. 1996). It has been fur-
ther suggested that the young stars seen in this region may
have resulted from previous infall episodes; the gas densities
behind the strong shocks expected in gas streams colliding
with high velocity (> 200 km/s) could approach the Roche
limit (Phinney 1988).
For understandable reasons, these original models for
the gas filaments have been quite simple; the objective
has been to provide a first order description of the ob-
served shape and motion of the features and to obtain lim-
its on a central mass. Nonetheless, with such simple mod-
els, the kinematics and morphology of features such as the
extended Northern Arm have been quite accurately repro-
duced (Herbst et al. 1993, Roberts et al. 1996). On the basis
of this work it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that the
motion of the ionized gas filaments is primarily orbital and
that there is a large central mass concentration.
Given the likely existance of a massive black hole at the
Galactic Centre, the structure and kinematics of the sur-
rounding material– the CND, the ionized filaments, and the
cluster of young stars– offers a unique close-up view of the
accretion process which may be relevant to galactic nuclei in
general. Here, using a sticky particle code, I consider this ac-
cretion process in the context of tidal disruption of clouds on
low angular momentum orbits about the dynamical centre.
The gravitational potential in which the gas clouds move is
that of a point mass and an extended spherically symmetric
mass distribution similar to that of an isothermal sphere as
suggested by near-infrared observations of the stellar com-
ponent in the central region (Genzel et al. 1996). Because of
viscous dissipation the tidal debris from such a cloud forms
an elliptical annulus of gas which precesses about the centre
opposite to the sense of particle motion.
Such a structure can be described as a “dispersion ring”,
to borrow an old term from galactic dynamics (Lindblad
1956, Oort 1965). This is an ensemble of non-circular orbits
in an arbitrary axisymmetric gravitational potential. Each
of these orbits is a closed ellipse in some rotating frame; in
certain circumstances it is possible to organize these orbits
over some range in energy or radius so that they precess with
about the same angular velocity. Then a non-axisymmetric
structure, in this case an off-set elliptical annulus, can be
constructed in an axisymmetric potential– a structure which
may persist for a number of characteristic rotation periods
(see Figs. 10a and 10c), as is the case for elliptical accretion
discs in a point-mass potential (Syer & Clarke 1992). Here
the self-organization of the gas into such a dispersion ring
develops through the process of dissipation.
For a roughly spherical cloud with a radius of about
2 pc, initially located between 6 and 10 pc of the centre
on an orbit which carries it within 3 or 4 parsecs of the
centre, the resulting dispersion ring is broad and asymmetric
with a central cavity of 1 to 2 pc– similar in structure and
kinematics to the CND. This similarity supports the idea
that the CND has resulted from the disruption of a cloud
about one million years ago.
At least some of the ionized gas filaments in the cen-
tral cavity may have a similar explanation, although in this
case, a small cloud with a radius less than 0.5 pc at an ini-
tial distance of 2 and 3 pc from the centre must pass within
about 0.2 pc of the central point mass. Then the resulting
highly elliptical dispersion ring has a structure and kinemat-
ics very similar to that observed in the extended Northern
Arm, and it persists for much longer than an orbital pe-
riod (≈ 5 × 104 years). On the first passage by the point
mass, tides stretch the cloud into a long filament. On sub-
sequent passages, while forming the dispersion ring, the fil-
ament intersects itself at high velocity, and this can lead to
compression in strong shocks and probable star formation.
Thus many of the young stars seen in this region may have
resulted from this or earlier such accretion episodes; in any
case, the gas now comprising the extended Northern Arm
may well be only a bare remnant of the original cloud.
All of this suggests that, in general, accretion onto mas-
sive black holes in the nuclei of spiral galaxies may proceed
by such tidal capture of low angular momentum clouds. If
so, the accretion process is likely to be highly episodic but
also highly inefficient with most gas disappearing in star
formation rather than being consumed by the black hole.
The essential ingredient is a clumpy, turbulent interstellar
medium in the inner few hundred parsecs. Such a medium
is directly observed in the Galaxy and may be an attribute
of the central regions of many spiral galaxies.
In all that follows the distance to the Galactic Centre
is taken to be 8.5 kpc.
2 CALCULATIONS
Earlier calculations of tidally stretched cloud models which
take into account gas dynamical effects include those of
Quinn & Sussman (1985) and Bottema & Sanders (1986).
Quinn & Sussman follow the motion of particles under the
influence of gravity and a drag force induced by an ambi-
ent medium. In order to significantly affect the motion of
the material the ambient medium must have a density ap-
proaching that of the filaments. Bottema & Sanders carry
out a fully hydrodynamic simulation which suggests that a
rather complex structure, not dissimilar to that observed
in the Galactic Centre, can form due to multiple passes of
material from a single cloud. However, the technique ap-
plied here, an Eulerian first order scheme with a square grid
and transparent boundaries, is inappropriate to this prob-
lem (e.g., material leaving the grid can never return). The
ideal method is a sticky particle or SPH routine because
motion of material can be followed arbitrarily close to, or
far from, the central point mass. Moreover, the fact that
orbital motion is highly supersonic implies that the most
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important gas dynamical effect will be dissipation is strong
shocks rather than ordinary pressure gradient forces; it is
unnecessary to apply full SPH to model the essential effects
(see Whitehurst 1988 for a discussion of this issue).
In the present calculation the gravitational potential is
that of point mass embedded in an extended mass distri-
bution (the old stellar population) which makes a signifi-
cant contribution to the force at radial distances larger than
about 1 pc. The density distribution of the dominant stellar
component is taken to be spherically symmetric and given
by
ρ∗ = ρo
(
1 +
r
rc
)−2
. (2)
where the central density is ρo = 2.67 × 10
7M⊙ pc
−3 and
the core radius is rc = 0.085 pc. When combined with a
2.5×106 M⊙ point mass at r = 0, this yields an mass distri-
bution within the inner 5 pc which is identical, within the
observational errors, to that derived by Genzel et al. (1996)
on the basis of the Jeans equation using the measured pro-
jected stellar density distribution and velocity dispersion.
The total gravitational force in the inner few parsecs is then
given by
f =
8.9× 102
r2
[
r
rc
− arctan(
r
rc
)
]
+
4.3× 103
r2
(
Mbh
106M⊙
)
(km/s)2pc−1. (3)
where Mbh is the mass of the central object. In all calcu-
lations described below, Mbh = 2.5 × 10
6 M⊙ which is the
value indicated by the stellar kinematics (Genzel et al. 1996),
The calculations follow the motion of 4000 particles in
the orbital plane; i.e., the calculation is two dimensional.
This can be justified by full three-dimensional calculations
(E. Hartlief, private communication 1996) which demon-
strate that when dissipation is included a spherical cloud
of particles collapses very rapidly into the orbital plane on
the first passage by the point mass (half the particles with
positive velocity perpendicular to the plane collide with the
half traveling in the opposite direction). The equations of
motion for the particles are integrated by means of a fourth-
order Runge-Kutte technique with the time step continually
adjusted to achieve a specified level of accuracy.
The technique for including dissipation is similar to ear-
lier methods (e.g. Schwarz 1981, Whitehurst 1988, Jenkins
& Binney 1994) and combines aspects of sticky particle and
SPH algorithms. In two dimensions every particle is a circle
with a radius σ chosen to be sufficiently large such that each
particle overlaps about 10 of its neighbours. At any time step
every particle adjusts its velocity slightly to reduce the ra-
dial velocity difference with each neighbour provided that
the radial velocity difference is negative (i.e., the particles
are approaching). For two particles i and j, we take Vij to
be the component of relative velocity along the line joining
the two particles (Vij is a vector at the position of parti-
cle i pointing away from particle j). If rij is the separation
between particle i and j then in time step ∆tk particle i
changes its velocity by an amount given by the vector sum
∆vik = αk
rij<σ∑
j
Vij (4)
where
αk = ∆tk/∆ts (5)
The strength of the interaction is proportional to αk. Here
∆ts is a standard time interval (a dissipation time scale)
which is typically taken to be 0.04 of a characteristic orbit
time in the inner few parsecs (∆ts ≈ 4000 years).
This is an algorithm for including a bulk viscosity in
which every particle’s velocity is adjusted proportionally to
the local velocity divergence, but only if that divergence
is negative (i.e., the flow is converging). The interaction
strength, αk depends upon the duration of the time step.
If this were not the case, then, when considerations of nu-
merical accuracy force the time step to be very short (as
when several particles are near the point mass), the entire
fluid would become unrealistically more viscous.
In the calculations shown the motion of two interact-
ing particles is not effected by the transverse component of
their relative velocity; that is to say, shear viscosity is explic-
itly excluded. This is done because the primary mechanism
determining the evolution of the debris is dissipation, and
this is adequately modeled by bulk viscosity. Shear viscosity,
when included, has no significant effect on the results, but
it does tend to make a fluid which is already quite possibly
too sticky even more so.
It is evident that inelastic interaction described by eq.
4 conserves the linear momentum of two interacting parti-
cles. The total angular momentum of the ensemble of par-
ticles is also conserved; although, the angular momentum
may be redistributed among particles while the total en-
ergy decreases. Griding is used to speed up the search for
neighbours, but, because of the circular neighborhood, the
interaction is isotropic and bears no imprint of the imposed
Cartesian grid. As is typical in such calculations, there is
some tendency for the particles to bunch together; this ten-
dency is greater for smaller values of ∆ts. Nonetheless, the
gross features of the calculation turn out to be rather insen-
sitive to the exact values of σ and ∆ts provided that each
particle actually overlaps several other particles at any given
time.
3 SIMULATION OF THE CND
The CND as observed in HCN, together with the ionized gas
filaments as seen in the 6 cm continuum, is shown in Fig. 1
which is reproduced from the paper of Gu¨sten et al. (1987).
In a recent review, Morris & Serabyn (1996) emphasize the
asymmetry of the CND and its probable transient nature.
From inspection of Fig. 1 it is evident that SgrA∗ , presumed
to be at the dynamical centre of the Galaxy, is not at the
centre of the central cavity of the CND but is closer to its
western edge. Moreover, the molecular gas is significantly
more tenuous on the eastern side of the center. The ionized
gas associated with the inner edge of the CND is also asym-
metrically distributed; the free-free emission does not form
a complete ring but only appears as the Western Arc of the
mini-spiral. The outer part of the CND is clearly asymmet-
ric and more extended to the south than to the north. All
of this suggests that the CND may be formed by capture
and disruption of a passing cloud, and this is the possibility
pursued here.
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The simulation is that of a clumpy cloud on a low an-
gular momentum orbit in the gravitational field described
above (eq. 3). The initial radius of the cloud is approxi-
mately 2 pc and it is located at 6.5 pc from the Galactic
Centre. The cloud consists of 40 sub-units (clumps) each
comprised of 100 particles, and the velocity dispersion be-
tween the clumps is 40 km/s. The clumps have a systematic
velocity only in the tangential direction which may be ex-
pressed in terms of the circular velocity Vc– the velocity
required for a circular orbit at this radius–
Vt = fVc. (6)
Here f=0.4 or Vt ≈ 40 km/s. Therefore, the cloud will fall
toward the dynamical centre. Such an initial configuration
might result from the collision of two oppositely moving
clouds, not an unlikely event in a highly inhomogeneous
and turbulent medium. Given that the mass of the CND
is roughly 104 M⊙ (Mezger et al. 1996), the mean particle
density of the initial cloud is approximately 104 cm−3; the
cloud would be stable against gravitational collapse if the
velocity dispersion exceeds 5 km/s.
The 4000 sticky particles are characterized by a radius
σ = 0.1 pc, and an interaction time interval of ∆ts = 4000
years (eqs. 4 & 5). This means that velocity of two inter-
acting particles can change by as much as their velocity of
approach over 4000 years. The duration of the time step typ-
ically varies between 50 and 250 years, so the actual change
over a time step in the velocity of two interacting particles
is only a few percent of the approach velocity.
The results are shown in Fig. 2 which is a time sequence
showing the passage of this cloud in the orbital plane. Each
frame is a snapshot of the morphology of the cloud at the
indicated time, in units of a million years, since the begin-
ning of the infall. The cloud, on its first passage by the point
mass, is stretched by the tidal force into a long filament. Sub-
sequently, the filament wraps about the centre and collides
with itself once per orbital period in the first two or three
periods (note that the orbit time at 3.5 pc from the centre is
about 2× 105 years). After two or three characteristic orbit
times (≈ 5× 105 years), the cloud has settled into an asym-
metric circumnuclear ring with a central cavity. If the force
were strictly that of a point mass the tidal debris would form
a Keplerian ellipse, fixed in the orbital plane, which would
persist for many orbital periods. Indeed, in such a calcula-
tion with a 1/r2 force law, the distribution of particle orbits
show no tendency for circularization over 10 characteristic
orbital periods which is consistent with the results of Syer &
Clarke (1992) on Keplerian elliptical accretion discs. How-
ever, in the case considered here, because of the contribution
of the Galactic potential the force is not 1/r2. This means
that different parts of the elliptical accretion disc precess
at different rates, and the process of circularization is more
rapid than in the Keplerian case. But during this process, the
tidal debris temporarily forms a broad elliptical ring with a
one-arm spiral which is precessing counter to the sense of
particle motion– a “dispersion ring” as defined in the Intro-
duction. The ring is fully developed after a million years,
and gradually, over two or three million years, the central
cavity fills in and the ring contracts while becoming more
circular.
The tidal debris, as it appears in the seventh frame
of Fig. 2 (t=0.85), provides a fair description of the CND.
Rotating this structure clockwise by 130 degrees, tilting the
positive y-axis forward about the x axis by 60 degrees (the
inclination of the orbital plane) and rotating the negative
x axis (the line-of-nodes) to a position angle of 35 degrees
with respect to the vertical (north), the ring would appear
as shown in Fig. 3a which is on the same scale as Fig. 1.
These are typical projection parameters for the CND where
the northwestern side is assumed to be the near side. The
arrows indicate the magnitude and direction of the velocity
projected onto the plane of the sky and the “X” marks the
position of SgrA∗ ; the straight line is the line-of-nodes. A
contour map of the gas surface density is shown in Fig. 3b.
It is evident that the size and the asymmetry of the CND
are approximately reproduced. The two dimensional radial
velocity field is shown in the form of a contour map in Fig
3c, and the radial velocity at the inner edge of the ring as
a function of position angle is compared to the observations
of Gu¨sten et al. (1987) in Fig. 4.
In both morphology and kinematics the agreement be-
tween the observations and model is reasonable. In the
model, the densest part of the ring with the sharpest in-
ner boundary is the western side, nearest to the point mass;
the eastern side of the ring is rather tenuous and ill-defined.
This is due to the fact that the elliptical orbits in the dis-
persion ring crowd together at the peri-centre. Looking back
at Fig. 1 we see that the distribution of molecular gas has
just this asymmetry. This is not just an aspect of the par-
ticular simulation; in the dispersion ring model of the CND,
that part of the inner boundary which is closet to the dy-
namical centre, will always have the highest gas density due
to the orbit crowding. Moreover, because of the higher gas
density along the western rim of the cavity, it is likely that
the emission measure of the ionized gas is greater here than
elsewhere along the inner boundary; that would be consis-
tent with the fact that only this part of the cavity boundary
reveals itself as an ionized filament (the Western Arc).
The model considered here, with the adopted orienta-
tion, reproduces the observed outer asymmetry of the CND,
the extention to the south, because of the one-arm spiral fea-
ture. In the projection required for the inner edge asymme-
try, this feature does extend to the south provided that the
near side of the CND is the northwestern side. However, an
aspect of the observed morphology which is not reproduced
by this simple model is the extention to the northwest. This
feature might result from initial irregularities in the shape
of the cloud or from a separate infall event (e.g., associated
with the Northern Arm).
It seems significant that the same model and orienta-
tion parameters which reproduce the overall morphological
aspects of the CND also give the closest match to the ob-
served kinematics. In particular, the ridge of positive veloc-
ity material to the west of SgrA∗ (Fig. 3c) is a conspicuous
aspect of the observations (Gu¨sten et al. 1987) but would
not be a property of an axisymmetric disc. The asymmetry
in the observed kinematics of the inner edge (Fig. 4) has
been attributed to the warping of the plane of the CND.
However, the model here reproduces these asymmetries via
gas motion on offset elliptical streamlines.
All of these distinct aspects of morphology and
kinematics– the outer extention to the south, the highest
density edge on the western side, the kinematic asymme-
try of the inner boundary, the appearance of the positive
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velocity ridge to the west– can, for the observed sense of
rotation, only be reproduced for a specific orientation of the
model CND in space; that is to say, the near side is the
northwestern side in the context of this scenario. This is be-
cause the asymmetric gas distribution and kinematics break
the usual nearside-farside degeneracy of axisymmetric struc-
tures. This is a prediction which is independent of the details
of the orbital initial conditions; the consequence is that the
proper motion vectors of the gas must be in the sense shown
in Fig. 3a.
Any calculation in which a cloud with a size of two
or three parsecs having an initial galacto-centric distance
of six to eight parsecs and a tangential velocity about half
that required for a circular orbit will lead to roughly the
same structure. The essential– and model-free– results are
that the tidal debris will form an elliptical and asymmet-
ric dispersion ring which persists for at least a million years
and that the central cavity is also asymmetric with the side
nearer the point mass having a sharper inner boundary and
higher gas density. This structure, with a very specific ori-
entation in space, provides a plausible representation of the
CND.
4 THE IONIZED FILAMENTS
The ionized filaments in the central cavity of the CND are
shown in greater detail in Fig. 5. The most conspicuous and
coherent of these features is the extended Northern Arm
which has a radial velocity that varies systematically with
position over 30 seconds of arc as it sweeps around SgrA∗ .
Due to the large gradient in radial velocity near SgrA∗ , it
is certain that this feature actually does pass within about
0.2 pc of SgrA∗ – a true distance which is comparable to the
projected distance (Herbst et al. 1993, Roberts et al. 1996).
The structure of the Northern Arm is clearly delineated in
the 12.4 µm continuum radiation from hot dust seen in Fig. 6
(Gezari, Dwek & Varosi 1996). The “Eastern Arm” appears
less conspicuous in this mid-infrared emission, and it is now
quite clear that the “Western Arc” is the ionized inner edge
of the circumnuclear ring (Lo & Claussen 1983, Roberts &
Goss 1993). Features such as the extended Northern Arm
may result from the same process as that giving rise to the
CND. If so, then because this filament passes so near SgrA∗ ,
the specific angular momentum of the original cloud (f in
eq. 6) must be smaller than that required for formation of
the CND.
Fig. 7 is again a time sequence of the evolution of
tidal debris resulting from an passage of a small cloud (a
“cloudlet”) on a very low angular momentum orbit. Initially
the cloudlet is round with a radius of 0.4 pc, and the centre
of the cloudlet is at a distance of 2.4 pc from the Galactic
Centre, moving tangentially (counterclockwise) with f=0.2
in eq. 6 (about 20 km/s). In this case the cloudlet has zero
internal velocity dispersion. The interaction properties of
the sticky particles are σ = 0.02 pc and ∆ts = 4000 years.
The linear scale of the frames in Fig. 7 is a factor of three
smaller than those of Fig. 2 and the indicated times, again
in units of 106 years, are a factor of 10 shorter than in the
case of the CND simulation due to the close approach of the
cloud particles to the point mass. Such a cloudlet could be
a particularly low angular momentum clump in the larger
cloud forming the CND or it could result from a subsequent
accretion event. The difference in time scales would seem to
argue in favor of the latter, but more will be said about this
below. If the mass of this original cloudlet were comparable
to that of the ionized gas in the filaments (≈ 100 M⊙), then
the original density would be on the order of 104 cm−3 as
in the cloud forming the CND. Overall this cloudlet would
have the properties of an observed clump in the CND (Gen-
zel et al. 1994). Such clumps are subject to tidal disruption
at distances between two to three parsecs from the center
(eq. 1). It may be that the clumps maintain their integrity
by turbulent pressure (collisions) and that occasionally such
a collision will lead to the sort of low angular momentum
cloudlet required here (the clumps may also be denser as
suggested by the analysis of Jackson et al. 1993).
As in the previous simulation the cloud is tidally
stretched into a long filament which repeatedly plunges to-
ward the point mass, colliding with itself as in the fourth
frame (t=0.075). By 2× 105 years a fairly coherent and rel-
atively long-lived elliptical dispersion ring is formed which
precesses counter to the direction of rotation with a angular
velocity of Ω ≈ 26 km/s pc−1 (i.e., the precession period is
about 2.5× 105 years). The time for this structure to settle
into a more axisymmetric accretion disk depends upon the
viscous dissipation but may be as long as 106 years. This cir-
cularization time-scale, in terms of orbital periods, is longer
than that of the CND cloud because of the smaller initial
size of the cloud; there is less differential precession over the
narrow dispersion ring.
On the way to forming the dispersion ring, streams of
gas collide repeatedly with high velocity, as at t = 0.10.
The structure at these epochs is not unlike that seen in
the ionized gas streamers, and it is tempting to identify
this morphology with that of the three arm spiral. Indeed
with the appropriate projection the narrow filament can be
matched with the Northern Arm, Eastern Arm and Bar.
However, such a projection fails to reproduce the observed
dependence of radial velocity on position, particularly in the
well-studied extended Northern Arm. Both morphologically
and kinematically, this feature appears to be distinct from
the Eastern Arm (see Fig. 6), and the two should probably
not be modeled as part of the same structure (Roberts &
Goss 1993).
The morphology and the kinematics of the extended
Northern Arm are well-modeled by dispersion ring as it ap-
pears, for example, in the eighth frame (t = 0.175). Rotat-
ing the frame clockwise by 80 degrees in the orbital plane,
tilting the positive y-axis forward by 50 degrees (the incli-
nation) and rotating the negative x-axis (the line-of-nodes)
to a position angle of 35 degrees with respect to north, the
structure appears as in Fig. 8a where again arrows indicate
the sense and magnitude of proper motion. This projected
dispersion ring, at its northern most extent, appears rather
thick in comparison with the observed ionized filament. This
is consistent with the Northern Arm being the inner ionized
edge of a broader contiguous region of neutral and molecu-
lar gas, the so-called “Northern Intruder” (Davidson et al.
1992, Jackson et al. 1993).
A contour map of the projected density is shown in Fig.
8b. Here it is evident that the eastern section of the ring is
more dense and, if ionized, would have a significantly higher
emission measure than the more tenuous western side. This
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is consistent with the fact that the extended Northern Arm
appears as an incomplete elliptical ring; i.e.,no western com-
ponent is clearly observed. Comparing Fig. 8b with Fig. 6
(the scale is the same) we see that the morphology of the
Northern Arm is generally consistent with dispersion ring
model. The points in Fig. 8b indicate the positions where
the radial velocity has been measured in Brγ line emission
by Herbst et al. (1993); again the coincidence with the pro-
jected dispersion ring is reasonable.
The radial velocity field is shown as a contour map in
Fig. 8c. This agrees with the run of radial velocity observed
in the Ne+ line (Serabyn et al. 1988) as well as in infrared
and and radio hydrogen recombination lines (Herbst et al.
1993, Roberts et al. 1996) Another representation of the ve-
locity field of this structure is shown in Fig. 9 which is the
radial velocity at the inner edge as a function of position
angle (as in Fig. 4 for the CND). Also shown are the obser-
vations of the extended Northern Arm radial velocity given
by Herbst et al. (1993). The evident agreement lends credi-
bility to this scenario.
It is perhaps more than fortuitous that the projection of
this dispersion ring giving the closest agreement with both
kinematics and morphology of the extended Northern Arm
implies the orbital plane of this feature almost coincides with
that of the CND; the angle between the two planes is 10 de-
grees. Here, in both cases, it is assumed that the northwest-
ern edge is the near side (observationally, this issue remains
unclear, see Mezger et al. 1996) An alternative model is pos-
sible with southwestern side as the near side (the proper
motion vectors would be oppositely directed to those shown
in Fig. 8a), but then the plane of the Northern Arm would
not coincide with that of the CND (the specific orientation
of the CND is favored in this picture by the the model fit
to the morphological and radial velocity asymmetries). The
probable near coincidence of the two planes would suggest
that there is a rather close relationship between the extended
Northern Arm and the CND– that both originated from low
angular momentum material in the same plane and possibly
from the same accretion event.
It is also noteworthy that this structure can only be re-
produced if a point mass is present; if the central object has
a mass less than 106 M⊙ then the tidal stretching into a long
filament does not occur. Although this adds very little to ear-
lier arguments on the necessity of a massive object at the
Galactic Centre, it is also of interest that the deviation from
1/r2 attraction in the central two parsecs due to the contri-
bution of the extended stellar system leads to strong shocks
during the formation of the precessing dispersion ring. Such
shocks are necessary to obtain the compression required for
star formation in the near vicinity of the black hole (as dis-
cussed in the next section). This consideration limits the
mass of the central object to be less than about 3×106 M⊙;
otherwise the potential is too near Keplerian and there are
no strong shocks.
The only conspicuous structure which is not accounted
for in this picture is the Eastern Arm. In fact, this structure
cannot be in the orbital plane of the extended Northern
Arm if its motion is also orbital. Perhaps this feature traces
a separate infall event or is part of the ionized ragged in-
ner boundary of the CND (Serabyn 1988, Morris & Serabyn
1996).
5 STAR FORMATION IN STRONG SHOCKS
Gas transported inward toward the black hole on highly
elongated and intersecting orbits, as in Fig. 7 (at t=0.1
for example) will form extremely strong shocks at the point
of intersection. The post-shock density in streams colliding
with relative velocities in excess of 100 km/s could exceed
the Roche limit (eq. 1) for star formation at a tenth of a
parsec from the hole (Phinney 1988). This then provides a
natural mechanism for formation of the young stars seen in
the central parsec of the Galaxy.
The triggering of star formation in regions of strong gas
compression is easily modeled in the simulation described
here because the divergence of the velocity field can be esti-
mated. At time k and at the location of the ith particle this
is
−(∇ · v)ik =
|∆vik|
αkσ
(7)
where ∆vik is given by eq. 4. Unsurprisingly, the region of
largest gas compression is very near the black hole where
streams intersect. We may assume that a gas particle at a
given location becomes a star if the negative velocity diver-
gence (compression) at that location exceeds some arbitrary
threshold. Once a particle has been converted into a star the
dissipation is turned off, and thereafter its motion is deter-
mined only by the force of gravity.
The cloud infall illustrated in Fig. 7 has been repeated
using this algorithm for star formation with the compression
threshold for star formation set at 2000 km/s/pc. Most of
the star formation occurs during the first few passages of
the cloud when the long filament intersects itself at a large
angle. Snapshots of the gas and star distributions at a time
of 3.0 × 105 years (corresponding to more than one preces-
sion period for the dispersion ring) are shown in Figs. 10a
and 10b respectively. By this epoch the gas has settled into
the stable dispersion ring and the star formation has almost
ceased. Roughly half of the original 4000 gas particles have
been converted into stars. The star and gas distribution at
5.5×105 years, almost one precession period later, are shown
in Figs. 10c and 10d. The gaseous dispersion ring, as seen in
Fig. 10c, is clearly present after two complete precession pe-
riods; it is a long lived and stable feature which can persist
for more than a million years. The morphology and kinemat-
ics of this feature continue to resemble that of the extended
Northern Arm for 10 to 20 orbit times.
Fig. 10 illustrates the effect of gas dissipation on the re-
sulting morphology. The fact that strong dissipational forces
arise when high velocity gas streams intersect gives rise to
the coherent structure of the dispersion ring in which dissi-
pation is minimized; in the language of modern dynamics,
the dispersion ring appears as an “attractor” in the phase
space of the system. The ensemble of stars, with no such
mechanism for self-organization, slowly disperses through-
out the available phase space. But, significantly, the time
scale for phase mixing of the stellar orbits is rather long.
This is because the stars are formed from the gaseous disper-
sion ring– i.e., in the 4-dimensional phase space the domain
of initial conditions with which these particles are created
is quite restricted. The rosette pattern of the stellar orbits
is still evident as an underlying skeletal structure (Fig. 10b)
after one complete precession period of the dispersion ring
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or about 5 orbit times at one parsec. It takes 2 or 3 preces-
sion periods for the stellar orbits to become well mixed (Fig.
10d).
This scenario, therefore, can provide an explanation not
only for the existance of young stars near a massive black
hole but also for a spatial distribution of these stars which is
not yet completely relaxed. Although stars can be formed a
few tenths of a parsec from the black hole, the relevant time
scale is not that of an orbital period in this small region, as
previously supposed (Allen & Sanders 1986, Sanders 1992),
but the precession period of the more extensive gaseous dis-
persion ring from which these stars have been formed. As is
evident from Fig. 10d the phase mixing time scale for the
stellar orbits is in excess of two precession periods of the
dispersion ring– in this case more than half a million years–
which is 100 times longer than the orbital period in the inner
few tenths of a parsec. As the gas dispersion ring precesses
it decays into a more axisymmetric torus on a time scale
exceeding a million years.
Some of the young stars currently observed in the in-
ner few tenths of a parsec may well have been formed quite
recently out of the tidal debris traced by the observed fila-
ments. However, given that the likely lifetime of the youngest
stars is in excess of one-million years, many of these stars
may have also been formed in recent previous infall events.
Gas clouds with low angular momentum do not necessarily
share the sense of Galactic rotation. Therefore, the fact that
the youngest stars appear to possess a component of system-
atic counter-rotation (Genzel et al. 1996), may just reflect
the direction of the original angular momentum vector of the
tidally disrupted cloud from which these stars have formed.
6 CONCLUSIONS
It is now difficult to dispute the probable presence at the
Galactic Centre of a black hole with a mass in excess of
106 M⊙. However, as has been pointed out many times be-
fore, the absence of the sort of activity normally associated
with active galactic nuclei would imply that the Galactic
Centre black hole is currently in a quiescent phase– that ac-
tivity associated with massive black holes in galactic nuclei
is episodic, and, by implication, that accretion in galactic
nuclei is also episodic.
A schematic scenario of episodic accretion is that of
a nucleus containing a black hole and a few dozen massive
clouds with random rather than systematic motion (Sanders
1981). Occasionally a cloud directly encounters the black
hole leading to Bondi accretion and the buildup of a short-
lived accretion disk. This picture was somewhat refined by
Bottema and Sanders (1986) who showed that in such an
encounter, the amount of material captured and the time
scale for subsequent accretion could fuel a short (105 year)
outburst of Seyfert activity followed by 10 million years of
inactivity.
The observations of the circumnuclear material in the
Galactic Centre lend some support to this picture, although
accretion events are not so simple as a direct encounter of a
molecular cloud with a black hole. It appears that accretion
actually proceeds through the tidal disruption and capture
of clouds on low angular momentum orbits. This can lead
to the formation of structures resembling the CND and the
ionized extended Northern Arm in the central cavity of the
CND. The general pattern of such capture in the presence of
a point mass is the tidal stretching of a cloud into a long fila-
ment which collides with itself before being organized into a
long-lived, elliptical precessing dispersion ring. If the specific
angular momentum of the captured cloud is low enough the
gas streams intersect with high velocity which almost cer-
tainly leads to very active star formation even in the near
tidal field of the black hole. Thus the accretion process is
highly inefficient in the sense that much of the captured
material forms stars rather than being accreted by the black
hole.
All of this requires a very clumpy and turbulent in-
terstellar medium in the inner few hundred parsecs of the
Galaxy. But this is not an assumption because molecular line
observations clearly reveal the presence of such a medium
(see Morris & Serabyn 1996 and Mezger et al. 1996). Of
course one might reasonably ask what provides a continu-
ous supply of low angular momentum clouds and what sup-
ports the highly supersonic turbulence. Dynamical friction
is one mechanism which can move massive molecular clouds
from 200 pc inward to the centre on time scales less than
109 years (Stark et al. 1991). High turbulent velocities may
be maintained by the continuing star formation and by the
occasional flare-up of the black hole. It is likely that the low
specific angular momentum of the clouds forming the CND
and ionized filaments results from cloud-cloud collisions in
the inner 5 to 10 pc.
In summary, the dispersion ring model has many of the
observed properties of the CND– for example, an asymmet-
ric central cavity with the gas density being much higher on
the side nearest to the point mass at the dynamical centre.
In addition, at least some of the ionized gas filaments in
the central parsec (the extended Northern Arm) may also
be identified with a highly elliptical dispersion ring. For a
cloud with such low specific angular momentum, on the way
to becoming a dispersion ring self-intersection of gas streams
with high velocity will probably lead to star formation, and
this could well be the origin of the very young massive stars
actually observed in the central parsec of the Galaxy. Be-
cause the stars form from gas on a dispersion ring extending
from 0.1 to 1 pc and occupying a restricted domain of the
available phase space, phase mixing occurs on a time scale
which is much longer than the characteristic orbit time in
the inner few tenths of a parsec (106 years instead of 104
years). Thus both the formation and unrelaxed distribution
of stars in the near tidal field of the black hole may be un-
derstood in terms of this mechanism.
Many of these ideas are not new: i.e., the transient na-
ture of the CND, the identification of the ionized filaments
with tidally stretched clouds, star formation in strong shocks
in colliding gas streams. The new aspect suggested by the
sticky particle code applied in this work is the identifica-
tion of the gaseous circumnuclear material with asymmetric
elliptical dispersion rings formed by the tidal debris from
clouds on low angular momentum orbits. The objective here
is not to model precisely the morphology and kinematics of
the CND and the ionized filaments; the parameter space of
initial conditions is too large for that exercise to be par-
ticularly meaningful. Nonetheless, such models for the gas
features seen in the inner few parsecs do make some predic-
tions. For example, consistency with the morphological and
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kinematic asymmetries of the CND (the dense inner bound-
ary to the west, the outer extention to the south, the ridge
of positive velocity to the west of SgrA∗ ) gives preference
to a specific spatial orientation: the northwestern side is the
near side. Then, because the best fit dispersion ring model
of the extended Northern Arm suggests that the plane of
this feature coincides with that of the CND, the proper mo-
tion of individual gas clumps near SgrA∗ , if this could be
measured, would have the directions shown in Fig. 8a; i.e.,
motion along the Northern Arm is toward SgrA∗ . Moreover,
we might expect that the extended Northern Arm is a more
complete elliptical structure (Fig. 9) with a faint western
counterpart. Higher sensitivity recombination line observa-
tions might unveil the complete dispersion ring. For now, the
overall similarity between the model and the observed mor-
phology and kinematics of the CND and extended Northern
Arm supports the plausibility of this scenario.
I am grateful to E. Hartlief for initial three-dimensional
calculations of tidal disruption which demonstrate the va-
lidity of the two dimensional calculation applied here.
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Figure 1. The circumnuclear disk as seen in HCN emission inte-
grated over radial velocity reproduced from the paper of Gu¨sten
et al. (1987). The heavy solid contours are in intervals of 0.12
K averaged over 300 km/s. Also shown (light contours) is the 5
Ghz radio continuum map by Lo & Claussen (1983) illustrating
the ionized filaments. The principal morphological features are la-
beled. The arrows on the axes indicate the position of the origin
(SgrA∗ )
Figure 2. A sticky particle simulation of the tidal disruption of
a low angular momentum cloud near the Galactic Centre. The
clumpy cloud is initially at a distance of 6.5 pc from the galac-
tic centre and moving tangentially with a velocity of 40% that
required for a circular orbit. The different frames (left to right)
show the passage of the cloud in the orbital plane. The units of
length are parsecs with the origin being at the position of the
2.5 × 106 M⊙ point mass. The elapsed time in millions of years
is indicated for each frame. The elliptical dispersion ring with an
asymmetric central cavity is evident after about half a million
years. Over the next 5×105 years the overall shape is maintained
but the central cavity gradually closes. The CND can be well-
represented by the tidal debris as it appears in the seventh frame
(t=0.85).
Figure 3. These three frames show the CND model at time
t=0.85 projected onto the plane of the sky. The offset from the
point mass is given in seconds of arc assuming that the Galactic
Centre is at a distance of 8.5 kpc (north is up, east is to the left).
The structure in the seventh frame of Fig. 2 has been rotated
clockwise by 130 degrees, inclined with respect to the plane of
the sky by 60 degrees, and the line-of-nodes (shown by the solid
line) is rotated to a position angle of 35 degrees with respect to
the vertical (north). These are typical projection parameters for
the CND where the northwestern side is the near side. The scales
are identical to that of Fig. 1 and may be compared directly. The
frames show: a) A particle plot where the arrows at the position
of the particles indicate the sense and magnitude of the velocity
projected onto the plane of the sky (proper motion). b) A contour
map of the gas surface density. Units of density are arbitrary, but
the contour levels are in equal intervals of 12.5 % of the maxi-
mum density. c) A contour map of the radial velocity where solid
contours are positive radial velocity (away from the observer) and
the dashed contours are negative values. The contours are given
in intervals of 40 km/s. Note the positive velocity ridge to the
west of SgrA∗ .
Figure 4. The radial velocity at the inner edge of the projected
dispersion ring seen in Fig. 3 as a function of position angle is
shown here by the solid line. Also shown by the unconnected
points are the observations of HCN velocities at the inner edge of
the CND by Gu¨sten et al. (1987).
Figure 5. The ionized filaments as seen in the integrated Ne+
emission reproduced from Lacy et al. (1991). This illustrates the
ionized filaments in greater detail. Again the principal features
are labeled and the dots indicate the extended Northern Arm
Figure 6. Contour map of the 12.4 µm continuum emission
of hot dust reproduced from Gezari et al. (1996). The extended
Northern Arm is the most conspicuous feature appearing as a
partial ellipse wrapping around SgrA∗ . The fainter Eastern arm
appears as a morphologically distinct feature in this map.
Figure 7. A time sequence of the evolution of tidal debris result-
ing from the passage of a small cloud (r=0.4 pc) passing within
0.1 pc from the centre of the gravitational field described by eq.
3. Initially the cloud centre is 2.4 pc from the point and moving
tangentially with a velocity of 20% that required for a circular or-
bit. The distance with respect to SgrA∗ is in units of parsecs and
the time since the beginning of the infall is given in units of one
million years. The cloud is stretched into a long filament which
collides with itself at high velocity several times before forming
an asymmetric, elliptical dispersion ring. The structure precesses
in a sense counter to rotation with an angular frequency of 26
km/s/pc and persists for many rotation periods. The final frame
(t=0.185) is a reasonable representation of the extended Northern
Arm.
Figure 8. Three views of the dispersion ring model of the ex-
tended Northern Arm at t=0.185, the final frame of Fig. 7, pro-
jected onto the plane of the sky. The structure as it appears in
Fig. 7 is rotated clockwise by 80 degrees, inclined with respect to
the sky by 50 degrees, and the line-of-nodes (solid line) is rotated
to a position angle of 35 degrees with respect to north. As for the
CND model, the northwestern side is the near side. The offsets
from the dynamical centre are given in seconds of arc, and the
large X marks the position of the pont mass. The scales are the
same as in Fig. 6 and can be directly compared. As in Fig. 3, the
frames show: a) The direction and magnitude of the gas motion
projected onto the plane of the sky. b) A contour map of the gas
surface density. The units of density are arbitrary but the levels
are in equal intervals of 20% of the peak density. The points in-
dicate the positions where the radial velocity has been measured
in Brγ line emission by Herbst et al. (1993). c) A radial velocity
contour map. The solid contours are levels of positive velocity in
intervals of 40 km/s and dashed contours are of negative velocity
also in intervals of 40 km/s.
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Figure 9. The radial velocity of the dispersion ring model for
the extended Northern Arm as a function of position angle (with
respect to SgrA∗ ) is shown by the solid line. Also shown by the
unconnected points are the observations of Serabyn & Lacy (1985)
and Herbst et al. (1993).
Figure 10. The distributions of gas and stars at two different
epochs of the Northern Arm simulation. The distance offset from
SgrA∗ is given in parsecs. In this simulation stars are allowed
to form in regions of strong compression; when a gas particle is
converted into a star, the viscous dissipation is turned off and the
motion is subsequently determined only by the gravitational force.
Frames a and b show the gas and stars at t=0.30 corresponding to
more than one complete precession of the dispersion ring. The gas
exhibits the clear structure of the dispersion ring. The stars are
phase mixing but are still asymmetrically distributed and reflect
the rosette orbit structure. Frames c and d show the gas and
stars at t=0.55, almost one precessional period later. The gas
still exhibits the organized structure of the dispersion ring but
the stars are now distributed more symmetrically with respect to
the centre.
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